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FEBS Letters 582 (2008) 843Sandro Sonnino, a FEBS Letters editor since 2004, is a prom-
inent expert in the ﬁeld of lipid biochemistry. He is Professor
of Biochemistry at the University of Milan, where he is Coor-
dinator of the Doctorate School in Biochemical Science, of a
unit of the Center of Excellence on Neurodegenerative Dis-
eases (CEND) and of the Interdisciplinary Laboratory for Ad-
vanced Technology (LITA). ‘‘LITA is one of the best places to
do science in Milan’’, he says with pride. ‘‘The seven-story
glass building was built ten years ago, and beneﬁts from
state-of-the-art technology.’’Which part of your work do you enjoy the most?
I mostly like tutoring young scientists in the lab. I enjoy the
scientiﬁc discussions, and I always ﬁnd it interesting to be
among young people. They make me feel younger!What is the current focus of your research?
We study membrane sphingolipids and the organization of the
plasma membrane [1]. In particular, we are interested in sphin-
golipid metabolism at the level of the membrane, and the bio-
chemistry that can alter membrane geometry. There are
enzymes in the plasma membrane that modify the structure
of sphingolipids, and cause a change in membrane curvature.
For example, sphingomyelin, which confers a positive curva-
ture to the cell surface with its large hydrophilic head group,
can be converted to ceramide by sphingomyelinase. Ceramide,
due to its small hydrophilic head group, has a more hydropho-
bic character, and can decrease the membrane curvature, or
even ﬂip it from positive to negative [2]. We have shown that
sphingolipids segregate at the edges of caveolae [3], which
are plasmalemmal invaginations implicated in endocytosis,
and this structural change in the membrane is believed to be
the ﬁrst step in the process of endovesiculation, or endocytosis.
Membrane curvature also has an important role in the segrega-
tion of membrane proteins and cell signaling. Several years ago
we developed a technique to photolabel membrane proteins
[4]. Thanks to this method we have set up collaborations all
over the world.Do lipid rafts somehow ﬁt into the story?
They certainly do. Sphingolipids are not randomly distributed
in the cell membrane. Rather, they are segregated together with0014-5793/$34.00  2008 Federation of European Biochemical Societies. Pu
doi:10.1016/j.febslet.2008.02.036cholesterol in lipid domains with specialized signaling func-
tions, the so-called ‘‘lipid rafts’’. Our group was one of the ﬁrst
to introduce the idea of glycosphingolipid segregation at the
end of the seventies [5]. In a way, it can be considered an initial
step towards the concept of lipid rafts later supported by many
other scientists.Are sphingolipids implicated in genetic diseases?
Since sphingolipids have an important role in cell function and
signaling, a defect in sphingolipid metabolism can obviously
lead to a great number of dysfunctions, ranging from insulin
resistance to cancer. Sphingolipids are directly involved in neu-
rotrophic function and superoxide generation. Moreover,
faulty metabolism of sphingolipids can lead to sphingolipidos-
es like Gaucher, Tay Sachs or Sandoﬀ disease. As a result, our
research takes us into all of these ﬁelds.Do you enjoy FEBS Letters more as a reader or as an editor?
Editing and reviewing is a time consuming job. I belong to
the old school of biochemists who like science to be precise.
Therefore, as an editor, I am sometimes skeptical about some
procedures in molecular biology, such as over-expression
experiments, where the conditions are not topologically or
quantitatively physiological.
As a reader and an author, I appreciate FEBS Letters because
it publishes short studies that are not preliminary, as the re-
sults are mostly clear and conclusive. Moreover, in my opin-
ion, the rapid publication and the high number of articles
per issue allow the journal to keep up with the fast pace of sci-
ence.What is your favorite pastime?
I like to be creative and work with my hands. In the lab I en-
joyed the work at the bench, but I have no time for that now.
At home, I like to make things out of wood and iron. I recently
bought an old barn up in the mountains. During the weekends
I spend my time renovating it and building the kitchen furni-
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